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The intersection of film culture and politics is both intriguing and varied. Certain film
actors embody political stances within their film roles. This embodiment of a position is
expressed through the film’s political message and the characterisation of the actor in the
film, but just as importantly in the meta-story of engagement and involvement that the
actor has had in bringing the story to the screen. The intensity of this form of investment
by American actors such as Ben Affleck, George Clooney, Matt Damon or Angelina Jolie
has certain designs for the kind of persona that these celebrities cultivate for themselves. It
is qualitatively different from the direct movement into representative politics by film stars
such as Arnold Schwarzenegger or Ronald Reagan.
This article explores how celebrities utilise their own value within their industry and
the external world. John Street identifies two forms of celebrity politics: the CP1, as he
labels it, is the direct Reagan-like involvement in political governing; and CP2 can be
defined as political engagement and what others have described as celebrity advocacy or
activism (Street 2004). What we are outlining here as ‘reel’ politics is closer to CP2, but
produces a definitive move by the celebrity to make their film identity intersect with their
‘real’ persona. We describe this variation on CP2 as a form of celebrity-political
magnification.
In effect, these particular public personalities politicise Hollywood very directly and
produce a ‘sentimental’ global education for their audiences (Wilson 2014): they are
producing a sense of a magnified and magnificent global citizenship that has a distinctive
economic value in the film industry as well as added political value for themselves and
particular issues. This form of celebrity-political magnification directly connected to film
is not entirely new. In the last 40 years certain public personas developed by performers
have gone well beyond the benign and into advocacy and activism. Jane Fonda was the
ur-text of this persona as Hanoi Jane and her anti-Vietnam stance in the late 1960s, which
perhaps had some politically peripheral relation to her performances in Coming Home
(1978) and the anti-nuclear China Syndrome (1979) a decade later (Dyer 1979, pp.
89–98).
Wheeler’s comprehensive work on celebrity politics helps isolate the operational
quality of celebrity: when deployed by any organisation from Greenpeace to Darfur, the
celebrity draws attention to wherever they are. In a dispersed media ecology, the celebrity
is a powerful force that perhaps better than any other practice/object identifies the
operation of the contemporary attention economy: their physical proximity to an issue
brings it alive as a political entity (Brockington 2014). Depending on the international
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reach of the celebrity’s attraction, this could allow an issue to form in a variety of
countries.
For the actor/celebrity these efforts produce a different kind of public identity. Thus
Danny Kaye and Audrey Hepburn, as the first generation of UN and UNICEF celebrity
ambassadors, worked as diplomats in their dealing with issues that did not represent direct
controversy in western countries (Alleyne 2005, p. 175, Wheeler 2013, pp. 143–145). In
this first generation of diplomatic UN celebrities, what the performer became was some-
thing benignly benevolent and a ‘model’ or a representation of what we should norma-
tively represent in the world. This kind of celebrity persona is still cultivated by many
stars as they attempt to engage in issues that are not controversial but still identify a sense
of caring. Indeed, the work of Danny Kaye, in particular, was instrumental in expanding
the agenda of the United Nations through the formation of the idea of global governance
(Wilson 2014).
The development from production to exhibition of politically-inspired films by a
current generation of film stars appears to be a very conscious effort towards a persona
of conviction and sincerity that transcends the artifice of performance as much as it is
about drawing attention to particular causes. Film celebrities as activists are at least
partially using these political film vehicles to express their own agency and the relative
autonomy from the rest of the industry. The political cause in the film allows them to
construct an ‘authentic’, ‘ethical’ self. If these performers continue to work on ‘challen-
ging’ films because of their politics or their marginality in terms of issues and concerns,
they can serialise an identity from the fictional or filmic identity into the ‘real’ of who
they are and what they stand for (Marshall 2014).
Two of the most obviously engaged celebrity figures in this type of celebrity-
political magnification are Angelina Jolie and George Clooney. Their legitimate and
genuine status in the external political world is unusual and helps define how this
political influence intersects with their political film work. For instance, both Jolie and
Clooney are members of the Council on Foreign Relations (Membership Roster),
which has been described as the ‘most influential foreign-policy think tank’ (Lobe
2005) in the US with a membership that includes the who’s who of current senior
politicians, former secretaries of state and CIA directors, senior media figures, aca-
demics and leading bankers and lawyers. Like Audrey Hepburn and Kaye, Jolie started
using her celebrity status to draw attention to humanitarian issues in the third world
through involvement with the UNHCR as a goodwill ambassador. Jolie has continued
with her humanitarian work for many years and her endeavours have been recognised
by the film industry and beyond: in 2013, she was the recipient of the Jean Hersholt
Humanitarian Award from the Academy of Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences, and in
2014 Jolie became the first American woman to be appointed an Honorary Dame
Commander of the Order of St Michael and St George (DCMG) by Queen Elizabeth II,
an award in recognition of her services to the UK’s foreign policy and campaigning to
end sexual violence in war zones. At the same time, Jolie has consistently been named
Hollywood’s highest-paid actress by Forbes (2009, 2011, 2013), but has made her
economic success qualitatively distinctive by spending quite visibly on humanitarian
projects. What differentiates Jolie even further from many celebrities who are UN
Ambassadors or donate money to causes is that she has brought together her work and
her activism by writing, directing, producing and acting in films that draw attention to
humanitarian issues. For example, in 2011 this magnified celebrity-political persona
culminated in Jolie’s directorial feature debut with In the Land of Blood and Honey
(2011) set during the 1992 war in Bosnia.
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Similarly, George Clooney has made and produced a host of films with political
messages. Like Jolie, Clooney has moved from being just an actor to becoming a director,
producer and screenwriter of films that have real political messages. These added roles in
getting politically-inspired films made have not only consolidated a clearly visible political
persona, but also have made Clooney one of the most successful players across the film
industry: he is the only person ever to be nominated for Academy Awards in six categories,
with some of these coming from his most politically-inspired work (Hammond 2013).
Augmenting this reel work, Clooney has been one of the UN’s Messengers of Peace and
focused much of his advocacy on the Darfur conflict. Clooney spoke at the Save Darfur rally
in Washington in 2006 and made the TV documentary A Journey to Darfur (2008) with his
father as well as narrating and producing the documentary Sand and Sorrow (2007) and
appearing in the documentary film Darfur Now (2007). In 2012 Clooney and his father were
arrested outside the Sudanese Embassy for civil disobedience; Clooney stated that he
intended to be arrested when he planned the protest to draw attention to the atrocities taking
place in Sudan (Devereaux 2012). Indeed, even his 2014 marriage to renowned human rights
lawyer Amal Alamuddin arguably further solidifies his political celebrity status.
Celebrities engaging with politics and political causes is not a new phenomenon, but
celebrities like Jolie and Clooney have taken this engagement to a new level and are now
using their celebrity status to magnify specific issues, which in turn increases their celebrity
status. Jolie and Clooney’s approach to celebrity exemplifies an increasing blurring of lines
between the real and the reel: a process we have termed celebrity-political magnification.
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